


























L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R
Dear Editor,
There is a great deal of misinformation 
regarding resources available to and obstacles 
faced by survivors of torture (SOTs) in the 
United States. A key reason for this is the fact 
that much of the dialogue centers on the 
perceived burden of immigration. This 
rhetoric does not accurately communicate the 
resources available to refugees and asylum 
seekers in the US. Since public opinion has, 
historically, played an influential role in 
shaping immigration law, creating more 
effective public policy requires discourse to 
be rooted in fact. 
SOTs generally arrive in the US as 
asylum seekers or refugees. When refugees 
arrive, they are granted work authorization 
and are eligible to receive benefits, such as 
refugee cash assistance (RCA) and refugee 
medical assistance (RMA).  These benefits 
end after the refugee has been in the US for 
8 months; any additional benefits vary by 
state (Office of Refugee Resettlement 
[ORR], 2016; ORR, 2012).  In 2016, the US 
spent .01% of the national budget on refugee 
entrant assistance. (Administration for 
Children and Families [ACF], 2016, p.15; 
Congressional Budget Office, 2017). 
Additionally, many refugees arrive in the US 
with debt since they are required to repay 
their travel expenses (US Committee for 
Refugees and Immigrants [USRI], 2017).
Asylum seekers face more imposing 
barriers on arrival. They are ineligible for 
refugee benefits, federal public benefits, and 
many community resources until they have 
been granted asylum. In addition, they must 
wait 150 days after filing for asylum to apply 
forwork authorization (US Citizenship and 
Immigration Services [USCIS], 2017). 
Following this, asylum seekers are subjected 
to a lengthy, and often retraumatizing, legal 
system. The first step in this process is the 
asylum interview, which is generally sched-
uled two years from the filing date. If the case 
is referred to court, it is often scheduled 3 – 5 
years from the date of referral (American 
Immigration Council, 2016). The current 
backlog of asylum cases creates inconsistent 
wait times affected by court location and 
chance (Taxin, 2016).
The Survivors of Torture Program 
provides rehabilitation services with an 
annual budget of approximately $10.5 
million. Unfortunately, some SOTs are 
unable to access these services due to 
distance (ORR, 2017).
Significant studies have shown that 
asylum seekers and refugees do not have a 
negative social and economic impact. In 
2016, the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine released a report 
that studied immigration trends in the US 
over the last 20 years. Their assessment 
found little evidence that immigration affects 
the employment rates of native-born 
workers.  When employment was negatively 
impacted, it affected recent immigrants the 
most. First generation immigrants proved 
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costly on state and local levels. However, 
second generation immigrants had a 
substantially positive financial impact on 
government; paying more in taxes than their 
parents or when compared to the general 
population (The National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). 
The CATO institute also found that 
immigrants access public benefits less 
frequently than the native population (Ku & 
Bruen, 2013). Furthermore, a Danish study 
found that the average wage increased in 
communities where refugees had been 
resettled (Foged, Mette, & Giovanni Peri. 
2016). These studies highlight the economic 
and social benefits refugees offer their new 
homes, a fact that is often overlooked in 
current discourse. 
History has shown us that public 
perception influences policy. The US has 
instituted policies to restrict immigration 
since the 1800’s, beginning with the Page 
Act (1875) and the Chinese Exclusion Act 
(1882). At that time, many Americans 
disapproved of immigrants’ religion and 
cultural practices, and viewed them as 
economic competitors. As a result of 
popular opinion and rhetoric, immigration 
policy allowed for, and even enforced, 
preference for and discrimination against 
certain nationalities (Johnson, 1998, p. 
1120 ff.).  
As the civil rights movement reshaped 
opinion and rhetoric, Congress passed the 
Immigration and Nationality Act (1965) to 
address the inherent discrimination in the 
immigration system. Although it retained 
some limitations, the law also allowed for a 
more diverse immigration system by 
eliminating the national origins quota 
system, and barring racial considerations 
from directly influencing decisions about 
immigration visas (Johnson, 1998, p. 1133). 
Currently, public opinion is shifting again.
Current attitudes and opinions
In general, Americans overestimate rates of 
immigration and its cost while underestimating 
immigrants’ value and contributions to the US. 
Research has shown that Americans’ attitudes 
towards immigration are more reflective of the 
individual's demographics than the actual state 
of immigration in the US (Murray, et al., 
2013). Individuals’ opinions of immigrants are 
also influenced by the immigrants’ income, 
race, social standing, educational level, and 
legal status (Hainmueller, et al., 2015). These 
attitudes are seemingly mirrored by media 
coverage and political rhetoric. One survey 
found that a majority of Americans believe that 
“immigrants to the US are making American 
society better in the long run.” However, the 
same survey found that the majority of 
respondents also believe that immigrants in the 
US are making crime and the economy worse 
(Pew Research Center, 2015). In a recent Ipsos 
survey, 49% of Americans worried about 
immigration’s impact on jobs and 60% were 
concerned about immigration placing pressure 
on public services (Duffy, B. et al., 2016).
In February of this year, a draft of 
President Trump’s executive order on 
immigrants was leaked. While the executive 
order was never enacted, it created fear that 
consequences for using public benefits could 
be introduced after asylees and refugees had 
already enrolled in the programs (Fix & 
Capps, 2017). Additionally, the proposed 
RAISE Act could greatly affect SOTs.  In its 
current form, the bill would lower the number 
of refugees allowed into the US to 50,000. It 
would also make it more difficult, if not 
impossible, for refugees and asylees to be 
reunited with their family members (BBC 
News, 2017).  
Impact of political rhetoric
Since his campaign, President Trump has 
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less valuable than the native-born popula-
tion. He has even falsely claimed that 
veterans are treated worse than undocument-
ed immigrants (Jacabson & Valverde, 2016).  
Statements like this risk generating resent-
ment of local immigrant populations. These 
are not just words -- they have changed the 
way organizations and people behave.  
Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) is no longer exempting any class of 
individuals from removal proceedings and 
their arrests have climbed 40% (ICE, 2017).  
In one case, ICE arrested a man outside of a 
church that had been set up as a temporary 
homeless shelter in winter months (Hernan-
dez, Lowery, & Hauslohner, 2017). In 
addition the number of hate groups and hate 
crimes in the US has been increasing since 
2015 including a spike following the election  
(Southern Poverty Law Center [SPLC], 
2017). A survey of 10,000 teachers around 
the country showed heightened anxiety in 
marginalized students, and an increase of 
verbal harassment, slurs, and other forms of 
bigotry (SPLC, 2016).
Immigrants, including survivors of 
torture, from across the country are reacting 
to the changing climate. For example, there 
are accounts from all over the US that food 
assistance enrollment by eligible immigrants 
has decreased (Dewey, 2016).  In Los 
Angeles, there have been reports that 
immigrants have been too afraid of deporta-
tion to report sexual assault.   Reports of 
sexual assault by Latinos have dropped 10% 
from the same time last year (Queally, 2017). 
There are even reports that people are 
avoiding medical care for fear of deportation 
(Swetlitz, 2017).  In my work as a clinical 
case manager at a survivors of torture 
program, I have heard multiple clients 
express fear of deportation, even though they 
are in the US legally. The full extent of the 
fear caused by recent statements has yet to 
be seen and will not be fully known until 
hate crime, healthcare, and social service 
information for 2017 is compiled and 
released.
Words and beliefs are powerful, particu-
larly when ruled by hate and bigotry.  More 
research into how public opinion and 
rhetoric affect SOTs is needed at this time.  
It is important to understand how the 
current dialogue and public opinion impacts 
the treatment and reception of SOTs by their 
communities.   Additionally, more steps need 
to be taken to ensure the public has an 
accurate understanding of the amount spent 
on helping asylum seekers, asylees, and 
refugees in relation to the economic benefits.  
It is my view that now is the time to further 
research these issues and have an informed 
debate.  People can be controlled by fear and 
hate but, in my experience, they can also be 
influenced to show empathy when injustice is 
explained and exposed.  
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